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Tacitus' Agncoia Kilt the life story of hit filhcr-trilaw. Umcw 
J ulius Apicolt, who was governor of Britain * 1 ) 77 -M (more 
than double the normal term) and conquered, if only temporar- 
ily. the northern Britoos Although his father had been a sena- 
tor. Agnails' * ancestor* did not come from Rome, hut from 
prljui. near Marseilles As a young officer. Agncoia had heen 
in Britain on the staff of Suetonius Pauhnus who was governor 
during the rebellion of the Iccnt under Boudkca in 61 . Agncoia 
was posted to Britain again n 70 m charge of the 20th legion 
hoed ul Wroseter. a troublesome ourtlt slow to take the oath of 
allegiance to the new emperor Vespasian (After Nero's suicide 
there had been civil war at Rome in 69. when four generals - 
(■alha. Otho. Vue lliun and Vcspasuwi - fought each other to 
hen one emperor The legions in Britain, except the 2nd which 
had once been commanded by Vespasian, had hocked V itcllius > 
Agricola was a model maior general and kept the 20th in line, 
and soon after, tn 73 or 74. he was promoted to he governor of 
the province of Aquitaine, and when he came to Britain as gover- 
nor in 77. Agncoia was an old British hand I he first thing he 
did was make an example of the Ordovtces of North Wales, who 
had ambushed some Roman detachments tic stormed through 
Snowdonia and. reinembcnng the way Suetonius had found 
iicroas the sandbanks at the south west etui of the Mcnat Strait, 
soon smoked the unhappy Ordovtces out of their Lost refuge in 
Anglesey But the Romans were more interested n the north, 
where the frontier of the province probably ran from Carlisle to 
Cufhridge. along the line later taken by Hadrian's Wall 

I I lunate Britans 

The Romans had a hatc/tovc attitude to Britain In Julius 
Caesar's tune, the poet Catullus wrote 'the horrible island and 
ultimate Britons', who clearly were the end! But in 310. when 
the Ronton occupation of Britain was nearing its end. a Gallic 
orator who remembered that Constantine had been at York when 
he was declared emperor, and wanted to natter hint, called 
Britain a country flowing with milk and wine (an interesting 
thought') and suggested that lupiter and the other gods might 
live in the land of the midnight sun north of Caithness 

Agncoia set out to conquer Britain right to the northern end 
The roods Out were surveyed and built for his advancing legions 


include Derr Street, now the A68. one of die main roods between 
England and Scotland. The legions marched north along this 
(romCorbndgc via Melrose (its Latin name is Tnimmuum. after 
a hill with three peaks) and a line of forts was built from Old 
Kilpatrick on the Clyde to Comelun on the river Canon, just 
short of the forth, near I at kirk In 82. Agncoia turned hack to 
conquer Galloway and the northern shore of the Solway futh. 
fhere he sheltered an Irish prince, a refugee who had been on 
die losing side of a civil war. and commented that llibcmu 
( Ireland) could be cunqucred with one legion and some auxil- 
iaries He left troops behind in Galloway with this in rand 
Then Agricola planned the final advance. The Romans seem 
to have had to go ns far inland as Stirling to cross the Forth 
Having seen the rugged west coast, indented with tea lochs 
surrounded by high mountains . he decided to double hack along 
the cast const Fust, forts had to be built to block the highland 
glens on his flank Tacitus says that Agncoia himself went with 
the tccoonaissance parties and chose the sites for camps and 
forts, and that none of them was ever forced to surrender. A line 
of small forts, butit either by Agricola or the next governor, has 
been found between Came lor, and Perth, at Antuch. Fcnduch (at 
the entrance to the Sran' Glen), and Dalgmruws. and at Stragrath. 
where the Romans had to crows the river Earn. Perhaps it was at 
Dalgtnross or Suagealh that, during the campaign of H3. the 



Caledonians killed the sauries and gut into the camp at night 
and surprised the 9th legion. Tacitus describes a desperate battle 
inside the walls, ending only when the battle cry of the rcbev- 
ing fonx under Agricola was heard and the gleam of its stan- 
dards could be seen in the early light of dawn. 


Combined operations between the Beet and army w ere needed 
for the advance along the const, and this had a curious result 
Although the Remans knew that Hnuio was an island, their Beet 
had never actually sailed round it. The first Roman unit to do so 
w as not made up of Romans, but of a cohort of Uapi, farm boys 
from the middle Rhine, conscripts who had been sent to Britain 
from Germany Apparently, they were picked for amphibious 
training in the west of Britain, probably on the Clyde, with some 
veterans and a centurion to smarter, them up They did not like 
this, and so they lulled their instructors and made off in three 
pinnaces, killing two of the helmsmen also Intending to return 
to (iermany. they escaped before word got out and sailed round 
the north of Bruam Cassius Dio. a Greek historian writing a 
century later, says that before they crossed the North .Sea they 
called at some Roman garrisons on the east coast without being 
found out. (Tacitus docs not mention this. ) Having lulled the last 
helmsman, they got lost because of their poor seamanship and 
were reduced by starvation to cannibalism Eventually they 
landed on the German const, where they were mistaken for 
pirates and (betr reception was unfriendly The survivors were 
sold as slaves, some eventually back across the Rhine to the 
Roman side, where no doubt they faced a court of enquiry and 
execution, uncc ihc truth was out by then. 

la &4. Agricola was ready for his great push, and the 
Caledonians and their allies, under a general called C'algacus. 
mustered for a showdown The Roman army advanced with 
enormous din over what it now open farmland but was then 
dense fores! Reconnaissance parties spread out Ut front and on 
both flanks, flushing out the enemy as if hunting wild animals 
We can follow the line of advance up the ASM ui Stracathro. near 
Stonehaven, where the northernmost fort yet discovered in the 
Roman empire guarded the crossing of the river North Esk A 
fragment of pottery thowi that it was occupied by the Roman 
army in Agncola's time. 


A missing mountain 

Tacitus says that the great final battle, the climax of the 
campaign, wax at Mom Graupius Only in I97S were possible 
clues found as to where dial might be. The remain* of two sets 
of Roman marching camps are found m eastern Scotland The 



trier cunpt cowr iIhhii 1 2Qaav» and arc later, dated io* puni- 
tive expedition by the emperor Sepumu* Severn* about 210. 
The smaller are dated to the tune of Agncula. the fort at 
Siracatbro coven 6 a* rev. next to it u a 40- acre camp. Trace* of 
other tamp* perhaps built by Agncola have been found north of 
Stracalhto at Ruedykr*. at Normandyfces near PHrrculter on the 
river Dec inland from Aberdeen, and alto at Kttuorc. farther 
north west Following the line of the A96. there ore two camp* 
(one larger, one v mullet) at Ylhon Well* near Huntty. and two 
more at Mmryfold and Auchtnhove near Kcuh Aenal pfennig- 
taphy ha* revealed more possible Roman mic* farther un toward* 
In s ome*.* None of these camp* t* targe enough Ui hold the prob- 
able force that Agncola bad. 3 legion* with auulianet. though 
ihcu tux Mill* Agncola'* tacbcv of keeping the legion* separate 
but m touch, a* implied in the night attack on the 9th in 83 Nunc, 
therefore, give* a chic to the location of Mon* Gratiput*. though 
they may well show the general iltrevtKn m which Agncoia wav 
It™"* 

Between Ktntore and Ythan Well*, at Dumo. at the foot of a 
large hi 11 called Bctmachtc. an aenal photograph taken in 1975 
•how* tamtly the outline of what could he a very large Roman 
marching camp 1 1 44 acre* I. larger than I he camp* attributed to 
the campaign of Severn*, and about ccjual to three of Agncola'* 
camp* It could have accottunodatcd a force of overwhelming 
strength 


Agricola’i victory 

Tacitus say* that the Britons mustered on a hill top overlooking 
the Romans. Between them and the Roman camp was a clearing 
where, at the beginning of the buttle, they manoeuvred in very fast 
chariots Behind and aiuund the hill were woods, mostly now 
gone. Tacitus describes the battle like the confrontation between 
Hannibal and the elder Scipio in Livy book XXI after Hannibal 
bad crossed the Alps. Both general* addressed their armies at 
length, and Calgacus' troops greeted btv defiant speech with 
enthusiastic mating, singing, and discordant shouting, a* native 
armies usually did Agncola'* speech was recaved with mote 


decorum, hut at the end of it the Roman* too. a* t* expected in 
history book battle*, couldn't wxit to rush off and begin the fray 
Agncola had drawn up four cohort* of Batavian auxiliaries 
and two of Tungnam (from wlut is now Holland and Belgium) 
in his front line, about 8.000 men. and protected then flank* with 
3.000 cavalry. He kept the legions to reverse, in front of the 
tampan of the camp The Caledonians had then front line on 
level ground at the foot of die hill, and (he ret! mas set; in clove 



Agncola dismounted and led hit troops into battle Alter a 
long range exchange of tprar shots, he ordered the auxiliaries to 
fight at clove quarter* because the Bruno*, who had lung, clash 
mg swords and small, round shield*, would be at a disadvantage 
against the short suhbmg sword* and larger shield* with which 
die auxiliaries had been trained to light And «o die auxiliaries, 
led by the Batavian*, sinking the Bnton* with their shield busses 
and stabbing them m the face, and trampling down those who 
fell, forced them hack up the Inll. A* dua attack gradually slowed 
down, sense of the Roman cavalry began to get embroiled in the 
infantry lighting The by now riderless chariot* were also getting 
in the way. The Bmons who were on the top of the hill and had 
had no pan in the baule so far. began to tun down, to tending to 
surround the Roman force*. But Agncola had kept tout 
squadron* of cavalry n reserve: when these charged and routed 
the Briton* who had been trying to get round lltc auxiliaries' 
flank*, it was the Briton* who were in danger of being 
surrounded The rout of these Bnton* became a genera! flight, 
and Agncola'* battle was won The north face of Bcnrtachie <528 
metres), overlooking the plain in which Dumo lies, provides a 
site which fit* the grim struggle described by Tacitus 



Where wis Agncola marching to? Ptolemy's map (2nd ocnlury 
AJ>.) shows Pmnata Count ( Winged Camp') or the southern 
shore of the Many Fifth Perhaps this mark* n base already eslab 
tidied by Agnenia's Beet Tacitus records that the fleet and the 
army did meet and that orders were given to the fleet to cecum 
navigate Britain (anticlockwise), while the army returned to 
winter quarters Public opinion at Rome was pleased, later, the 
poet Juvenal would write 'not only have we invaded Hibernia, 
hut also the recent y -captured Orkneys where the Britons arc 
content with very Utile night ' Tacitus says dial the fleet enjoyed 
good weather during its trip, as well as a good reputation. 

Was it worthwhile"’ Agncola was recalled at this point, but 
the Romans began to build a pea: legionary fortress at 
Inchtuthiil. near Blairgowrie, perhaps as a permanent base for 
the 20th legion. However, a crisis in Europe meant that a legion 
had to be withdrawn float Britain, the 20th went south to Chester 
and the building work was undone. Otherwise, (here might have 
ham a city hkc Y ark or Chester a: the focK of (he highlands. But 
this was nut the end of Rucun influence there hew people trad 
(be Agncola in the Middle Ages, and only one copy was 
preserved, in a monastery at Fulda, in Germany Even this was 
lost after it had been taken to Italy m the fifteenth century . and 
the Agncola was only printed after the other works of Tacitus. 
By then the manuscript was unclear and dog eared, and the 
printer. "PuieoUnus' I Francisco del Porzo), read Graupms' as 
"Gramptus". and to fit is sad) created the Grampian mountains 
and changed die map of Scotland. 
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